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The pace of life has changed. And
that doesn’t just extend to fast food
and media ‘sound bites’; it seems
we now expect our science to be
delivered in instant, bite-sized
pieces, too. I recently wrote a
mini-review for a well-respected
journal. This journal maintains a
high standard for such articles and
has them peer-reviewed before
accepting them. The reviewers’
comments were mostly very helpful
but a few inspired me to think about
how our expectations of not only
review-type articles but also
research papers have changed.
One particular comment was that
I had cited too much older
literature. It’s fair enough that a
review should highlight the latest
cutting-edge work but I often feel
in writing these mini-reviews that
there is too much pressure to leave
out important work that underpins
the current stuff. Many journals
impose a strict limit on the number
of citations, yet when we comply we
are often criticized by older
colleagues for being the ‘internet
generation’ who haven’t read any
literature that is not available online
(in other words, nothing more than
five years old).
The other related comment was
that the review was too long. Well, it
probably was, and I cut it by about a
third, but my real gripe is that this
emphasis on brevity in publications
now extends to research papers, too.
It’s not that I object to conciseness,
what concerns me is the shift away
from publishing long-term studies in
favor of pushing out rapid
communications that are almost like
progress reports.
Of course, rapid communications
are perfect for those of us who have
short-term grants and need to
publish a few papers every year to
get renewals. Short papers also have
the merit that you can beat your
competitors to the punch line; it
takes only a few months to put
together enough data for one.
Recently in my field, four short
papers and one longer paper, all with
almost the same title, came out
within the space of about
three months. This trend might be
healthy, in that it speeds up
scientific discovery and reinforces
observations that are reproducible.
But it becomes unhealthy if it
discourages creative thought in favor
of doing quick and obvious
experiments a week faster than your
competitors.
I don’t object to conciseness, what
concerns me is the shift away
from publishing long-term studies
I don’t need to spell out the cause of
this insidious ‘short-termism’. We all
know that the best way to encourage
long-term, creative work would be to
fund all grants for 10 years, or for
life. Of course, some of us would
then spend more time on holiday, or
even with our families — I certainly
wouldn’t work the hours that I do
now — but as things stand, I
wouldn’t dream of proposing a
project that might take five years to
complete. I don’t even know if I’ll
have a job in five years. I wonder
how many of the older studies that
we now consider classics could have
been done under these
circumstances?
Some might argue that insecurity
and uncertainty about the future are
good for motivation. Perhaps, but
such a climate certainly doesn’t
encourage risk-taking. I hope I’m
not yet at the point where I’m afraid
to take on a project because it might
fail but I often feel the pressure to
balance ‘fun science’ with ‘safe
science’, and choose to put off risky
experiments in favor of more
confirmatory studies.
Can we do anything about our
tendency toward short (and arguably
less creative) studies? Well, we could
take it to its logical extreme and
publish all results immediately on
the internet. A recent proposal for
such an internet journal suggests that
papers could be posted as either
‘peer-reviewed’ or ‘unreviewed’. At
least if there were no real barrier to
publication, we might get around the
often-heard criticism that big-name
labs have an unfair advantage over
smaller ones when it comes to
getting published. And if publication
were truly continuous, it might also
stop the profit in races to beat your
competitor by two weeks. We might
even communicate better with one
another. And perhaps it wouldn’t
matter that few people undertook
longer-term studies, if all of the
little pieces fitted together into a
big picture.
But if most scientific
communications were ‘live’ and
unreviewed, we might be even more
likely to play-up preliminary data
that agreed with our pet hypotheses
but which hadn’t been rigorously
explored. And that’s another whole
aspect of the prevailing ‘short-term’
mentality. I would argue that we
scientists are pushing ourselves down
a dangerous road. Because of the
pressure to be both au courant and
concise, we are thinking less,
panicking more and as a result we
are becoming followers. We need to
work out how to bring science back
to a state where we value both our
place in the collective present/past
and our ability to think as
individuals.
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